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On Feb. 19, during a lecture at the Wilson Center in Washington DC, University of Texas-Austin
faculty member Sidney Weintraub addressed several issues related to the maquiladora industries
located along the US-Mexican border. The Wilson Center, an institute for international studies, is
affiliated with the Smithsonian Institution. Mexican workers assemble products in the maquiladora
plants from US-supplied parts. When the goods are shipped back to the US, duty is levied only
against added value (usually only labor) under Item 807, a provision of the US tariff code. Imports
from Mexico account for 50% of total imports entering the US covered by Item 807. Mexican
maquiladora imports consist largely of electronics, auto parts and textiles. The maquiladora
program began in 1965. At present, there are more than 1,000 maquiladora plants on the US-
Mexican border. The largest concentration of such plants is located in the El Paso/Ciudad Juarez
area. Weintraub said the "maquiladora" industries continue to grow despite certain misgivings
about the program on both sides. In 1987, maquiladoras accounted for $1.5 billion in foreign trade
earnings for Mexico, and employed 300,000 Mexicans. According to Weintraub, about 80% of the
workers in the maquiladora plants are women. He stated that the annual personnel turnover
rate of 20% encourages management to keep skill levels required for job performance relatively
low. In recent years, Japanese and Korean investors have been establishing maquiladoras that
assemble products for the US market, said Weintraub, possibly as a means of avoiding anticipated
US protectionism.
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